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Introduction  

Relations between the United States and Europe[ 1] have deteriorated in recent years, and, 
despite some positive developments in early 2005, they still remain today at their lowest level 
than at any time since the 1960s. However, transatlantic relations began to change in the early 
1980s. They have been subsequently reshaped by economic and technological processes and 
constrained by political and military factors. At a minimum, it is noteworthy to recall the following 
developments since the final days of the Cold War: 

Resurgent U.S. Leadership 

European political and industrial leaders perceived that a new U.S. strategy has emerged since 
the mid-1980s, searching for a revived leadership and containing Europe’s increasing political 
autonomy. While such a strategy included wide-ranging political, military and economic aspects, a 
major role in the long-term reorganization of the relations between the United States and Europe 
was played by the development of new technologies and their applications in the economy as 
well as in the military.  

Europeans assessed that a key element of the U.S. Government strategy has been the attempt to 
shape the direction of technological development in a way that could set the ground for the 
economic competition with Europe and allow the United States to use its position of political and 
military prominence within the Atlantic alliance.[2] 

European Subordination 

For Europeans, such a U.S. strategy meant, to a large extent, de facto technological and political 
subordination, favored by already existing strict military and political links between the two sides 
of the Atlantic. European elites considered that U.S. policies would lead the “Old Continent” to 
renounce choices of greater technological originality, economic growth, and political autonomy. 



They feared that Europe would return, just like in the immediate post-World War II period, to be a 
junior political partner, with an economy lagging behind the United States and dependent on it for 
key technologies.  

In this context, the “trade-defense linkage” was identified by the mid-1990s as an area of great 
concern in Europe (especially in France and Germany). More precisely, it was assessed that U.S. 
high-technology preeminence (both in the military and commercial sectors) could become the 
main external factor in determining Europe’s economic prospects and, thus, its political autonomy 
in the early 21st century. This did not exclude the possibility (especially after the victory in the 
Gulf War of 1990-91) that the United States could manage the commercial return on defense 
investment in such a way that it would increase its influence on the European Union’s ability to 
promote its own foreign and commercial policy agenda, especially with regard to the Persian Gulf 
region, the Asian Far East, and South America. It was perceived that the United States was 
changing the pattern of competition in international politics by translating defense technological 
superiority into global market share. In this way, it was considered that by indirectly linking trade 
and security, access to foreign markets could be gained, competitors could be discouraged, and 
an expansion of global market shares could be achieved.[3] 

Losing Export Market Share  

The major European countries (France, Germany, Italy, and the UK) lost export market shares to 
the United States especially during the period from the late 1980s to the late 1990s, not only in 
civilian high-technology sectors, but in defense sectors as well. Shrinking export markets were 
associated in the European Union not only with less influence in world affairs but also with a 
potential competitive decline in the high-technology industries.  

Furthermore, Western European political and industrial elites began voicing concern that if the 
European Union’s industrial and technological autonomy and competitiveness were threatened, 
Europe’s political sovereignty (the most fundamental of its interests since the end of the Cold War) 
would be under siege.[4] 

Avoiding Military Competition 

Post-Cold War levels of U.S. defense spending (especially R&D and procurement) coupled with 
the vigorous pursuit of the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) might have dissuaded the 
Europeans from engaging the Americans in an “armaments race.” In other words, Europeans did 
not fully embrace the option of building those military and defense industrial capabilities required 
for an autonomous military power projection structure and, at the same time, for the ability to 
provide security to other countries worldwide in competition with the United States[5]  

Moreover, despite numerous warnings from the United States during the mid- and late-1990s 
about the increasing capabilities gap between the transatlantic partners, the “free riding” behavior 
(inherited from the Cold War years) of most of its European allies continued. The result of these 
developments was an acute and worrisome capabilities gap inside NATO by the end of the 1990s. 
The gap has continued to widen in recent years.[7] 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Total defense spending—United States and Europe (1989-2003)[6] 

 

Non-Military Technology Aspirations 

Since the end of the Cold War, Europe struggled to optimally respond to the need to combine the 
transformation of its high-technology industry with new military technologies in a changing 
international competitive environment. It appears that European elites (and the European 
Commission in particular) decided to assign greater priority to high-technology but non-military 
projects that would also have the ability to either produce “substantial positive political 
externalities” (i.e., Airbus and Galileo) or to ensure European leadership in world markets such as 
the UMTS (third generation wireless communications) and T-DAB (terrestrial digital audio 
broadcasting) ventures.  

The European Commission has in general also been seeking to use development programs and 
standards to the benefit of domestic industry in other areas than defense and aerospace—the 
GSM mobile telephone system is for example quite a success in that regard.[8] 

Toward Dissuasion  

In spring 1992, excerpts of a U.S. Department of Defense confidential draft -document known as 
the “Defense Planning Guidance,” were subsequently run in the front pages of both the New York 
Times and Washington Post. One of the central arguments advanced by the synopsis was:  

Our first objective is to prevent the re-emergence of a new rival. This is a dominant consideration 
underlying the new regional defense strategy and requires that we endeavor to prevent any 
hostile power from dominating a region whose resources would, under consolidated control, be 
sufficient to generate global power. … The U.S. must show the leadership necessary to establish 
and protect a new order that holds the promise of convincing potential competitors that they need 
not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to protect their legitimate 
interests. … [In] the non-defense areas, we must account sufficiently for the interests of the 
advanced industrial nations to discourage them from challenging our leadership or seeking to 
overturn the established political and economic order. Finally, we must maintain the mechanisms 
for deterring potential competitors from even aspiring to a larger regional or global role.[9] 

The same year, Andrew Krepinevich pointed out in a report for the Office of Net Assessment (U.S. 
Department of Defense):  



Do we wish to develop the next generation military capabilities jointly with our allies, or do we 
hope to maintain some margin of advantage over all other countries? Do we envision coalition 
warfare in which our friends are as capable as ourselves? Or in which we provide certain kinds of 
military services or functions that our friends lack? Do we attempt to discourage first-rate military 
technical competitors by sharing capabilities and winning trust, "lending" capabilities and building 
dependence, or maintaining superior capabilities and building entry barriers? Will "natural," 
economic limitations on what our allies can do make these issues moot (by making some 
advanced capabilities unaffordable to them) or make these issues more delicate (by making their 
capabilities more clearly dependent on our willingness to share)?[10]  

Nine years later, the 2001 U.S. Quadrennial Defense Review noted:  

Through its strategy and actions, the United States influences the nature of future military 
competitions, channels threats in certain directions, and complicates military planning for potential 
adversaries in the future. Well targeted strategy and policy can therefore dissuade other countries 
from initiating future military competitions. The United States can exert such influence through the 
conduct of its research, development, test, and demonstration programs. It can do so by 
maintaining or enhancing advantages in key areas of military capability. Given the availability of 
advanced technology and systems to potential adversaries, dissuasion will also require the 
United States to experiment with revolutionary operational concepts, capabilities, and 
organizational arrangements and to encourage the development of a culture within the military 
that embraces innovation and risk-taking. To have a dissuasive effect, this combination of 
technical, experimental, and operational activity has to have a clear strategic focus.[11]  

However, neither the first Bush (1989-93) nor the Clinton (1993-2001) Administrations articulated 
the goal of retaining U.S. military preeminence with a doctrine of dissuasion as explicit as set 
forth by the current U.S. Administration.[12] Against this background, it would be of great interest 
and relevance to policy-makers and academics on both sides of the Atlantic to examine the 
following questions: 

• How did Europeans perceive high-technology and defense policies promoted in the 
United States since the final days of the Cold War (the RMA included); and  

• How dissuasive an effect did such perceptions have on Europe’s acquisition and 
development of its own military capabilities?  

Furthermore, one should investigate whether the policies promoted in the United States were 
perceived as consciously formulated and deliberately pursued in order to dissuade Western 
Europe, or if this seemingly dissuasive effect was simply the unintended byproduct of various 
factors, including U.S. activities and European priorities and budgetary constraints. 

Such a research topic raises immediately also the two additional questions: 

• First, to what extent, and in what circumstances, is parity or inequality in technological 
and industrial capabilities a significant factor in the health of a long-term political 
partnership?  

• Second, did European elites, since the end of the Cold War, in their efforts of asymmetric 
balancing against the United States hegemony, deliberately decided to trade-off military 
capability for economic competitiveness?  

It is obviously artificial to isolate these questions from other factors, including the policies of the 
governments concerned and the international economic and security environment; but the issues 
might usefully be raised. The transatlantic relationship has historically (since the late 1940s) been 
one of inequality in military capabilities. However, future research could advance understanding 



regarding the extent to which the degree of parity or inequality in technological and industrial 
capabilities (in both the military and civilian sectors) has become politically sensitive since the 
mid-1980s for the transatlantic relationship. 

Conclusion 

The relevance of such a research agenda is (at least) threefold: 

1. First, it scrutinizes the role of high-technology and defense strategies promoted in the 
United States and Europe since the end of the Cold War in changing the operating 
parameters of the transatlantic relationship. It may highlight (among other things) the 
increasingly powerful role played by the European Commission in the process.  

2. Second, it enables assessing how severely the current division of labor—with the United 
States engaged in high-intensity conflict and Europeans taking care of peacekeeping—
damages mid- and long-term transatlantic cohesion. Furthermore, it examines in which 
ways Europeans adjusted to the new transatlantic mechanisms of U.S. global leadership 
emerging since the end of the Cold War.  

3. Finally, the reactions of the European governments, corporations, and the citizens in 
Europe have been confused and contradictory and seem deeply divided on the key issue 
of the changing U.S.-European relations. No coherent European response has so far 
developed, but a number of possible alternatives have already appeared.[13]  

Thus, such a research agenda will test the hypothesis that a restructuring of the transatlantic 
relations, both political and military, is inevitable, already beginning since the early 1990s, to 
include a reconsideration of NATO and its strategy (e.g., coalition operations) in the new post-
9/11 international context.  
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